The article presents a study about discussions of the past on an online urban forum. This research addresses the question as to what kinds of knowledge about the past function in discussions on an online forum. To answer this question one needs to solve a number of concerns. First, we must understand what kind of source is provided by the chosen object, and how we should define the communication that takes place there, and how it influences the contents of statements on the past made by users of the online forum. Second, in the main part of this paper, I will examine the contents and the characteristics of popular knowledge of the past. 3 The author would like to thank Professor Irina Savelieva under whose invaluable guidance this paper was written.
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Online debates about history are common and widespread. They can be found everywhere, on news sites and in online shops, on organizations' official websites, and in people's personal blogs. Internet users address historical questions in various forms and with different aims, and through their statements they produce popular discourse about the past. A study of these posts and discussions is interesting because it helps us to improve our understanding of the role that knowledge about the past plays in daily life, and reveals how this knowledge functions.
In this article, I will outline a way of studying popular knowledge of the past within the field of online communication. The target of the study was an online forum in the city of Ekaterinburg called Е1.RU 4 (the reasons for this choice will be specified below). The research question addressed whether knowledge of the past functions in the discussions on an online forum. In order to answer this question, it necessary to firstly understand what kind of source is provided by the chosen target; how we should define the communication that takes place there, and how it influences the contents of statements made by users of the online forum about the past Second, in the main part of this paper, I will examine the contents and the characteristics of popular knowledge of the past.
The aforementioned theme has not been studied in detail before, although in the last decade various works explored certain aspects of popular beliefs about the past and historical memory in the Russian segment of the internet. One of the first attempts to study the historical knowledge on Runet was by Irina Kaspe, who described and classified Runet's historical sites in the late 1990s and early 2000s 5 . She also attempted to characterize the historical views of the creators of those sites and to classify their users. Vera Zvereva's articles have also examined the use of the past in the mass media and on the internet 6 . Her work, and those of her colleagues who collaborated on the Memory at War project 7 , dedicated to 'wars of memory' and the memory of the War online, is particularly noteworthy. Similar topics have been studied in an article by Elena Trubina, where she analysed 4 Ekaterinburg online E1.RU. URL: www.e1.ru/talk/forum (accessed 02.11.2014 
The description and conceptualization of the online forum
In order to understand popular knowledge about the past, which appeared on the online forum, the essential characteristics of the target must be defined, as must the communication taking place there, which can explain the meaning that this space has for its participants. This requires us to describe and analyse online communication in general, and the forum chosen for this study.
The Ekaterinburg forum was selected due to its importance as a space of communication for the city's community. This was established based on statistics on the number of visitors to the forum and the general number of posts on it. According to these criteria, the Ekaterinburg forum Е1.RU is one of the most successful on the Runet (Russian internet); every day it receives tens of thousands of visitors who leave around 70 million comments 10 .
The Ekaterinburg online forum is part of an informational online portal called Ekaterinburg Online 11 . The portal is a business venture and makes its money through advertising, by posting banners and hyperlinks on the site's pages. The website was created in 1996, and was first owned by the 'Golden telecom' company, which made it 'the most popular and profitable When examining discussions on the CAC forum, it is evident how important and relevant discussions on everyday topics are for people, given that problems on Ekaterinburg's roads, increased prices and taxes, consumption and education in the city 20 are the main topics of communication. Users' comments are rated not based on personal connections but according to a comment's relevance to the discussion topic and whether it offers a good solution to one of the city's problems. This gives the CAC forum more of a public character, and it provides a space for public dialogue where people's common sense reveals itself. This feature -the relevance of discussions to urban problems, not the links to the users themselves -makes the forum an important urban public space, unlike a 'circle of friends' or a fan club. The public character of discussions on the CAC forum is facilitated by some of the site's features, such as its popularity and people's interest in discussing urban problems; the way in which people get to know one another; the equality of communication maintained by the forum's structure and its rules, and, finally, the website owners' economic interest in maintaining its popularity.
There are two essential points that ought to be noted when attempting to understand a forum as an object of research. First, an online forum is an active and developing space, which cannot be reduced to a set of comments left by its users. Second and most importantly, communicating on the CAC forum is a space for public urban discussion, not for idle chatting (although some users do just that). On the CAC forum, people look for mutually shared interpretations of urban problems, and the forum provides Ekaterinburg with a public space to that.
When analyzing popular knowledge of the past, I would like to stress that the way people communicate on the CAC forum defines how knowledge of the past emerges there. This environment is far from neutral; when analyzing popular knowledge about the past I will attempt to show how qualities of this space influence content and characteristics of this knowledge. interest can be found in the users' comments beneath the thread. When opening up a new discussion, they tend to offer some arguments as to why it is important to them, such as: 'I always wanted to know where the Slavs came from <…>. Is it true that the name of our country was twice borrowed from foreigners? <…>. Meaning that they could not think of a name themselves', 'Walk through the old part of the city (preferably, in the summer) and look around.
You can see traces left behind by a past civilization <…>. Once upon a time, the city was built for people, but who is it for now? For cars?' These and many other comments on the forum reflect the importance of the discussion topics for the public, and imply that they are not borne out of mere curiosity or interest. The polemical nature of the discussion, and the link between users' comments and significant events, demonstrates that discussions about the past acquired a public dimension on the urban forum: 'it seems ridiculous that mostly non-Russians have been When examining discussions and statements about history and the past made by the forum's users, it is clear that they also tend to move in different directions, which could be classified into: discussions of national history (of the country or the world), local history (of the city and the region) and people's personal past.
Russian and world history is actively debated on the CAC forum, since these topics roughly coincide with the school curriculum and include discussions on important events, processes and people from world history. It is interesting that the public historians Roy
Rosenzweig and David Thelen, as well as their followers Paul Ashton and Paula Hamilton, pointed out ordinary people's general lack of interest in national history 31 . They thought that people were more interested in their personal histories or their family's past, than that of the country. Conversely, users on the CAC forum have their most lively debates about national history. This difference can be explained through the context in which the past is addressed, where two cases are taken into consideration. First, the public historians came to their conclusions once they had studied individual telephone interviews by respondents, whereas the forum presents public communication, and so discussions about national history are more in demand here. Second, the reason behind the more political nature of these discussions and their links to the present could be because the forum's users try to find answers to crucial questions of today by looking into the past. This is why the themes on Soviet history and changes in Russian political regimes during the 20 th century are the most popular discussion topics.
The past forms a basis for interpretating the current political situation, through discussions of national and world history. These topics turn into prolonged debates, where stances are determined by the users' ideologies and worldviews. Usually the past is linked to the present in the very first comment; an author compares the periods and asks others to evaluate the influence of past events on the present, as in: 'He took care of our country, and its independence. However, the connection between the past and the present and the politicization of the past can be explained not only by the fact that communication on the urban forum is public, but also by the way in which this kind of knowledge is construed. Here, the past is a united purposeful process in the development of states, people and humankind. Even when discussions about the past are not linked directly to the present, they are still dominated by the logic of a society's teleological development: 'it is normal for 'politary' Oriental despotisms to 'develop' cyclically' 42 , 'WWI would have begun under any ruler, this was a geopolitically determined process' 43 , 'history has repeated itself, is it possible or will happen' 44 . This characteristic of popular knowledge about history makes people think of the past as a source of real knowledge, which may be a 'guide' for the present: 'it will be broadcast again for those who did not learn history, in real time' 45 . Therefore, the arguments of participants in these debates on the past and present events are interwoven and construed according to presentism logic. It is unsurprising that discussions about the national past contain heterogeneous elements, including scientific, rhetorical and historiosophical arguments; comedians' jokes; well-publicized copies of documents; famous phrases and references to Wikipedia and statistics and personal experience all of which can be used to demonstrate a person's opinion. Everything that can be presented as an argument, or strengthen one's position, is used, from an opponent's personality, or the ethnicity of a historical figure.
As a result, the past loses its unique content, and what remains is just its external form.
Events and people turn into timeless 'symbols', which are placed in an ideological framework, and can personify achievements and progress, or conversely,, decay and degradation. Similarly, Michael Yampolsky maintains that: 'a place of memory in a general sense is replaced by a name.
A name gives the illusion of constancy to two completely different realities' 46 . Consequently, world history is presented as a development of large supra-individual subjects, such as states, nations, people and humankind. These 'beings' are almost palpable for the forum users, and the participants do not doubt their existence. Therefore, they do not see a gap between the past and the present, and different epochs are developmental stages of one 'meta-subject', which has preserved the same set of characteristics over centuries. Moreover, it seems that these forum users think that these 'supra-being' are in a state of teleological development, constantly moving towards a goal, which remains the same for centuries. The interpretation of history in this form is reflected in comments on historical knowledge, which cannot vary or change, but should be true
and describe 'what really happened'. This knowledge is possible and absolute, and is determined by the view of the reality of 'super-subject' (such as state and nation) 47 .
These characteristics are typical and regularly reproduced in discussions of national history on the forum, and so it could be said that they create a set pattern of popular knowledge about the past. The core of this knowledge, which constitutes historical thinking, is the idea of the teleological development of 'supra-beings' such as states or nations.
The local past demonstrates another clear pattern of discussions about the past, which can be found on the CAC forum. Local history is discussed regularly and avidly by the users, and some threads have been continuing for months or even years 48 . The popularity of these discussions is explained by the fact that the CAC functions as an urban public space, where local history get relevance.
These discussion threads are based on users' personal memories of the city, which are usually confined to the latter half of the 20 th century. This is evident from the names of the at a clattering conveyor belt with iron baskets on those belts' 50 , "there was nothing to buy there, but people were enchanted just by walking through the empty hall <…> walking along an electric miracle of a till' 51 . Most often, the discussion about the urban past focuses on material objects, such as houses, streets, factories, transport, natural objects or food and their prices.
There are also descriptions about people's relationships at work, in the neighborhood or between friends, although this is less common.
Unusual events, people or phenomena are significant for the users of the forum, who remember what was extraordinary about it. The stranger it was, the more eager they are to 12 remember it. An example of this could be a thread called 'does anyone remember Bella??' 52 , which starts with the memories of Sverdlovsk's first transvestite, who 'roamed the city in the 80s wearing a woman's dress' 53 . Later the users turn to other 'weird' city dwellers: 'there was onehe used to hang out around the university and gave dirty poems to girls 54 , 'Golizdrin, who raped a carp in the pond and sat in the barrel' 55 . With the exception of 'weird' citizens and various politicians linked to the city's history (such as Catherine I, Vassilii Tatishchev, Nicholas II, Boris Eltsin), there are almost no people in these memories, they simply merge into the urban background. There are also no references to the city's authorities and their work. The city administration, the communist party, politics and the official discourse of power are all excluded from people's memories.
The nature of communication between users also has nothing to do with the discussions of national history. Different opinions do not lead to conflicts and the users limit themselves to retelling their memories and commenting on each other's posts. Besides, users are often in agreement about their evaluation of the past, as nostalgic memories prevail here. It seems that this kind of communication is unexpected for the users too; one of them comments in surprise:
'it is as if we all were sitting outside and remembering … all in a good mood <…> 800 plus comments, and no abuse… great…' 56 .
The lack of connection between the knowledge of the local past and ideology creates a special relationship to the present. They are not opposed, as in national history, but instead juxtaposed and compared. The urban past is interesting for users as something that no longer exists. It is no coincidence that many threads begin with a photo that encapsulated how the city used to look, its streets, houses and layout 57 . The discussion that follows offers comparisons and descriptions of old and new perceptions of Ekaterinburg, and its urban practices and norms:
'almost a hundred years have passed, and you can still find out where a photo of a church, or a mansion was taken, because you can go there now 58 , 'there was an old wooden house between these two <…> my aunt lived there' 59 .
The urban past is not limited to the users' memories; they turn to stories told by their parents and grandparents, and then to books and reference materials; they go further back in 13 time, from the 1970-80s to the 1920-30s and then to the early 20 th century: 'few people know that there is a district in Ekaterinburg, which was planned almost a hundred years after Paris's main square 60 . The users also look at historical documents, searching for maps, photos and archival videos and study the way their city was before, and what has changed since.
Besides the aforementioned discussions, there is another kind of thread about the local past, which focuses on the place of the past in the city's current daily life. The specific feature of this discourse is the strong influence of contemporary life on how the past is evaluated. The contents of these discussions is usually linked to the problem of preserving the city's historical view (in threads such as 'buried past', the 'Khimmash of the 19 th century. -the destruction of the monuments to the past'). For some people, the mere historicity and authenticity of these objects defines their great value: 'I love all these old things of the century-before-last <…> here is a wall with old brickwork … I want to stroke it' 61 , 'what is important is not the architectural value of these houses (although it is high enough), but the fact that these houses were standing there at the Material things seem to be the main topic of these discussions. Army service and people's school years are described though things that were common then; they are considered as objects, and their memories add to the memories about various life experiences: 'We used to take a metal detector and purposefully go to Chinese Zhou Li for plum wine, with an aluminum pot' 71 , 'we used to have an Australia club <…> they sent us puzzles, 2 sets, probably the only ones in the city in 1983' 72 . This focus on the material is the most important characteristic of the discussions about the personal past. Interestingly, public historians have reached similar conclusions. Paul
Ashton and Paula Hamilton maintain that museums and historical places have a high value for respondents because they consider them to be witnesses to the past. This approach to things is supported by the concept of direct access to the past, through immersing oneself in its experience 73 . Roy Rosenzweig and David Thelen also discuss the importance of museums, exhibitions and historical places for Americans 74 .
pushed to the peripheries, and are not a significant topic for communication. 
Conclusion
To conclude this study's results on popular knowledge of the past, this knowledge exists on the web-forum as a multi-layered phenomenon which is closely linked to the space in which it has been shaped.
Coming into question the space (where popular knowledge about the past emerges) helps us to understand how various aspects of the web-forum, which is linked to the technological, social, and economical aspects of communication, influence the emerging knowledge of the past.
It also aids an understanding of how the public character of this space can be revealed in different ways in various discussions about the past, such as through national history and people's local and personal pasts. The past is connected to today's current problems through discussions of national history, while discussions of local history focus on problems of city life.
The analysis of the different patterns of popular knowledge about the past has demonstrated how changeable it can be in its characteristics and content. The borders become 16 clear when comparing national and local patterns, since both belong to the same users from the same forum, but they are surprisingly different. These 'histories' have practically nothing to do with each other either in terms of content, way of communicating, or their heuristic qualities.
Discussions about the national past are focused on a few symbolic events of 'big' history, which are contested in the battle for the present, and local history is based on people's personal memories of the city's past. Unlike big history, the local and personal past has a consensual character, where users do not argue but instead build the image of their past together. The past is considered to be something which has happened and is interesting as an experience of another, albeit close point in time, in another society. However, we have seen that in certain circumstances the local past can be politicized and becomes a place where various groups' interests conflict.
The discussions about local history are close to those of the personal past in terms of their characteristics, which are based on everyday life experiences and focused on the material aspects of the past. It should be emphasized that in the public space, the personal past loses its individual perspective and is built on collective experiences.
Therefore, knowledge about 'big' history, which, is firstly viewed as historic, is in fact, an empty form without any historical content, because it is not stimulated by interest in the past as the other patterns, but by the struggle to disseminate the opportunistic interpretations of historical events. Alternative knowledge of history exists at the same time, which is rooted in people's daily life and human experiences. At first glance, this does not appear related to what we usually term "history," and is focused on 'unimportant' things and phenomena. However, it encourages interest in the past as something 'other'; another world, unlike the present one, something that is interesting to examine and compare with the present, even though it is not a real alternative to the present.
